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Abstract 
 
The 21st century is marked by accelerating global flows more so than mere 
ripples in regard to the exchange of cultural resources across geo-political 
boundaries. However, a spot of trouble in these flows can produce disruptive 
ripples. This paper examines textual data generated in the contact zone of 
teacher-student interactions within an online MBA unit, offered by an 
Australian university to an international student group.  Over the life of the 
unit, it became evident that names were doing a lot of identity and pedagogical 
work in these interactions and considerable interactive trouble arose over the 
social practices surrounding names. In particular the default field settings in 
the online courseware did not suit the tripartite Chinese names and their 
associated conventions, though these scripts were also being eroded. The 
analysis will use SFL concepts to interrogate selected slices of the online texts 
and participants' interview accounts to demonstrate how naming practices 
were instrumental in building the tenor sought in competing models of 
teacher/student relationships, and how ethnocentric default settings in the 
electronic mode served to heighten and exacerbate cultural differences.  These 
events are related to the larger problematic of theorising the context of culture 
in times of globalisation. 
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A problem in the empirical  
 
 
Dear Mr [Smith] …  
 
In Malaysia, it is common to call people (especially the Chinese community) 
by the surname. For instance, my colleagues and friends call me "[A]". But as 
far as the [University name] website is concerned, I am called "[A]", "[B]" 
and in the discussion group "[A C]". Hope they don't call me "Harry Potter" 
next! (just a joke, Sir). In summary, I prefer to be called "A" but I would like 
to be listed in the discussion group as "[A B C]"… 
 
Thank you very much Sir. May you have a great day ahead. 
  
[ABC]i   
(From Malaysia) 
 
This paper tells a story in two ways.  Firstly it tells an empirical story of how 
problems arose regarding naming practices and choices in the newly emerging mode 
of online internationalized education. Secondly it tells a theoretical story of how such 
globalised/globalizing settings and their conditions need to be acknowledged and 
theorized as our institutions go transnational and languages, in this case English,  are 
appropriated and used by disparate people on their own terms. The paper draws on 
SFL concepts, in particular tenor and mode, to analyse the naming practices. In 
addition to linguistic analysis of the texts produced in the online interaction, it also 
draws on interview and textual accounts of what choices participants had when it 
came to naming themselves and others, and their reasons/design behind the choices 
they made, that is, when naming choices constituted the field.  
 
The data are drawn from a case studyii of a core MBA unit offered online in 2003 by 
an Australian university (‘Uni A’) to an internationalised student group. In this case, 
as well as approximately 60 local and expatriate Australian-nationals, the unit 
enrolled approximately 30 students through a partnership agreement with a parallel 
Malaysian institution. These students were not necessarily Malaysian citizens, but 
were located in Malaysia at the time of the unit. ‘Online’ delivery meant that, by 
design, the lecturer communicated with all students in this unit only through the web-
based courseware in the many-to-many mode of ‘discussion forums’, or in one-to-one 
mode through the courseware email function. The partnership deal had only just been 
struck with these students who were designated as the ‘pilot group’. During the same 
semester, the lecturer was also involved in delivering this same unit to a group 
enrolled through a partner institution in China. For this group, blocks of face-to-face 
lectures had been negotiated in the contract, and these students did not participate in 
the online pedagogical interaction. Thus the lecturer moved between Australia and 
China while conducting the online mode course observed. All three settings/student 
groups used the same English language curriculum materials and English was the 
language of instruction.  
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This paper will first consider naming as a set of linguistic choices that typically 
resource the realization of tenor in text. It will then consider how the online mode 
pushed naming into a prominent position in the discourse as a rudimentary cohesive 
device, and also as one of the few textual carriers of identity available in this mode. 
With this empirical exploration of naming choices and troubles in this online 
internationalised setting, I then move to the theoretical question of how the context of 
such situations articulates with contexts of culture, that is, of whose culture, on whose 
terms.  
   
Invoking vocatives for tenor 
 
Names and terms of address offer the English speaker optional resources to realise the 
interpersonal metafunction of communication and fine tune the tenor in their textual 
register. Leech (1999) lists seven formulations of terms of address in English in an 
approximate ranking from most familiar/intimate to the most distant/respectful from 
terms of endearment and family terms, through familiarized first names, first names in 
full, title and surname, to honorifics. Poynton (1989) develops similar categories into 
a network mapping composition, form and type choices, with regard to naming 
practices in Australian English.  Using personal names will highlight a particular 
individual’s identity, while the use of titles in terms of address will highlight the 
status and roles they occupy (Poynton, 1989). A choice not only carries its own 
connotations, but can also serve ‘an important contrastive social-marking function’ 
(Leech, 1999, p.112), in contrast that is, to the choices not made.  Any choice will 
encode and negotiate the three interpersonal dimensions of power, social distance and 
affect/attitude (Poynton, 1989), to the point that there ‘is virtually no affectively 
neutral vocative’ (Zwicky, 1974, p. 796).  
 
The relationship thus constructed can be either a reflection of the existing relation or 
doing work to achieve a strategic design of how the interlocutors’ relationship might 
desirably be construed.  Peers in dialogue typically reciprocate with congruent forms. 
In contrast, the choices available to the superior in an unequal relationship are less 
constrained and more ambivalent than those available to the inferior, and  
 
the superior party may manifest that superiority in part by acting as if social 
distance was minimal, even when interacting with total strangers… In adult 
interaction, where it is no longer as socially acceptable to be seen exercising 
power as it once was, the markers will be less evident and the significance of 
the reciprocity/non-reciprocity of grammatical and discourse choices will 
sometimes be blurred. (Poynton, 1989, pp.63-64). 
 
In his corpus study of vocatives in British and American English, Leech (1999, p.113) 
found first name address to be the prevalent form, ‘perhaps an emerging development 
in the democratic avoidance of asymmetry in personal relations’ while honorifics 
were rarely used, in contrast with many other languages. In this vein, Dickey (1997) 
reports on the lessening formality in terms of address between lecturers and students 
in academic settings in Britain and America. Fairclough (1995) similarly notes the 
increasing practice of downplaying status markers in the surface ‘democratization’ of 
institutional discourse. Thus how the powerful name themselves and address others 
can be both strategic and yet deceptive in regard to their status in interactions. Bing 
(1995), p. 1 of 7) suggests that this ambiguity, characteristic of English more than 
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other languages whose forms of address have other grammatical implications, ‘allows 
power to be expressed as solidarity’ (see alsoMcConnell-Ginet, 2003). 
 
In Australian English, Anglo names can be truncated or augmented in conventional 
ways to produce diminutive or familiarised forms that purposefully reduce social 
distance. These changes can be patterned, for example by adding ‘y’ to the first 
syllable, or more idiosyncratic, as in ‘Betty’ for ‘Elizabeth’. Personal names in 
English are also typically gender-marked, though this is not morphemically evident 
(as Italian ‘-a’ or ‘-o’ suffixes would be). Rather it is an arbitrary cultural system, 
‘largely learnt item by item’ (Zwicky, 1974, p.788). Thus those ‘in the know’ can 
relate the diminutive ‘Bill’ to its full or ‘real’ form, ‘William’, and will 
read/understand that it refers informally to a male. Dunkling (1977) also suggests 
Anglo names can carry associations with the person’s age, given the fads and fashions 
in name choices. On the flipside, Poynton notes that Australian residents whose 
names are not drawn from the Anglo-Celtic tradition, ‘are excluded from the set of 
possibilities for address practices otherwise available’: 
 
Such exclusion in the case of names with radically different phonotactic 
organisation from English names can seem perfectly reasonable but can also 
be seen as functioning symbolically as a sign of the marginalisation of such 
people in Australian society. In this light, it makes sense for immigrants from 
non-English-speaking backgrounds to give their children ‘English’ personal 
names, while retaining the family names of their ethnic origin. (Poynton, 
1989, p.67)  
 
Braun (1988, p.66), after an exhaustive cross-language study, concludes that there are 
no universals governing terms of address across cultures: ‘The factors governing 
address behaviour are so varied and, partly, so culture-specific that it is hard to fit 
them into a general theoretical frame.’ Thus, how other traditions may encode gender, 
ethnic identity, status, relationship or age in their naming/address conventions 
(McConnell-Ginet 2003) remains opaque and unreadable to the dominant Anglo 
community, who can strategically negate, contingently sideline, or conveniently 
overlook other systems. In this way Anglo-Australians, myself included, despite a 
history of waves of intercontinental migration and living cheek by jowl with a rich 
ethnic diversity, can remain blissfully ignorant of how others go about the business of 
naming themselves, and retain ethnocentric default ideas of how it is done. We choose 
to only play on our own terms.  
 
Choices in action and circumstances 
To return to the opening quote, it is an interesting text about naming (using the verbal 
processes call/call/call/call/list), preferences (using the mental processes prefer/like) 
and circumstances of naming.  The circumstance of being ‘In Malaysia’ is prominent 
as textual theme in the message’s body, reiterated at the bottom for emphasis. This 
circumstance is distinguished from other circumstances – ‘as far as the university 
website is concerned’, ‘in the discussion group’. He is effectively asking that the 
circumstances should be considered congruent, as he is ‘In Malaysia’ and these are 
practices/preferences that should apply equally and legitimately in the virtual 
university’s circumstances. Eggins (1994) outlines a number of variables and 
dimensions in linguistic choices and grammar that can construct the tenor of a text, 
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amongst which vocatives play an important role. Each of these shall be considered in 
turn in terms of how the variable is realised in this student’s text.  
 
In terms of mood choice and the resource of grammatical metaphor, the student is 
pragmatically lodging a complaint and ordering that his naming be corrected. At its 
baldest or most congruent mood, this could be constructed as imperatives: ‘Don’t call 
me…’ and ‘Fix it!’ However, he uses declaratives as politely incongruent forms to 
couch his order implicitly and tactfully in factual information. Thus he appears to be 
informing the lecturer, not demanding or complaining, in deference to their relative 
status positions. Amongst the declaratives he risks a joke, with a change in tenor: 
‘Hope they don't call me "Harry Potter" next!’ With its elided ‘I’ and exclamation 
mark, this appears textually as a presumptuous imperative, and its negative polarity is 
more riskily congruent with his intent. He runs the risk of offending the lecturer, so 
immediately moves to clarify his purpose in a textual aside,‘(just a joke, Sir)’ and 
restores overtly respectful address with the formal vocative, ‘Sir’. 
 
In terms of modality, that is lexical and syntactic resources to soften/moderate claims 
and requests, his initial claim is fact as generalisation with some wriggle room:  
‘… it is common…’.  From there he moves on to the more definite, unmodulated claim 
regarding what his friends choose. His claim, ‘I prefer…’, acknowledges other 
possibilities in the lexical choice, whereas the next claim, ‘I would like…’, uses a 
modal auxiliary to express deference and couch a demand as a suggestion.  
 
As might be expected in a text about naming, vocatives are prominent and working 
hard to negotiate the tricky relations involved in a student complaint about university 
systems. In contrast to the informal tenor of the discussion space interactions, this 
student has chosen formal terms of address in ‘Mr.’  and  ‘Sir’, the latter used twice in 
what might be considered ‘overwording’ (Fairclough 1995) to emphasise politeness 
and respect given the underlying complaint. His naming of himself in the closing is 
also fairly formal, signing off as “ABC” – distinct from the “A” he offered as stated 
preference. This may be tactic to dignify his complaint. 
  
In terms of the use of affectively loaded lexical items, the risky joke about ‘Harry 
Potter’ is perhaps the only slip into a more attitudinal lexis, whereby he mixes the 
discourses of popular culture into the textual theme of ethnic culture. This may reflect 
an attempt to lighten up the tone and communicate warmer relations than his assertive 
complaint might suggest. Similarly, the student choses to devote the two closing 
clauses to phatic politeness: ‘Thank you very much Sir. May you have a great day 
ahead’. 
 
The variety of elements evident in the analysis – the incongruent mood choices, 
modality more for interpersonal reasons, the careful use of formal vocatives and 
politeness formulae – construct a formal situation, with an attempt to take the 
interpersonal sting out of the implicit charge/complaint/order through the device of a 
gentle joke and other moderating linguistic choices. In summary, through this text this 
student has tactfully asserted himself, his identity, and his circumstances, in 
opposition to the default settings encoded by the circumstances of the host university. 
His community’s traditional naming practices are considered as relevant and 
legitimate in this decontextualised space as any hegemonic Anglo script. He intends 
to play on his terms, with all due respect to the lecturer. This student feels no 
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obligation to merge with the scenery or adjust to the default scripts. He is not a re-
territorialised migrant learning to live in another set of circumstances, but rather a 
paying customer of an internationalised education system, who has engaged with the 
global product locally.  The fact that names and naming came to matter in this setting 
is not surprising when we consider what work names were doing in this mode. 
 
Invoking vocatives for mode 
 
Who’s talking to whom? 
The unit’s online interaction was carried out in the mode of one dimensional 
electronic print enabled by a commercial courseware platform, which offered: one-to-
many ‘announcements’; open many-to-many communication in its shared ‘discussion’ 
space; closed small group interaction spaces; and one-to-one communication in its 
internal email function.  The interface offered no control over font or visual aspects of 
its display beyond the use of all uppercase letters, (conventionally equated with 
yelling, as one participant was reminded) or other email conventions such as 
emoticons, though these were rarely used in the case study. Attachments of 
documents using other software were possible, but again only rarely used by the 
participants. The design and discourse of such online design and pedagogy draws 
heavily on a metaphorical equivalence between oral communication and online 
practices favouring constructivist notions of learning through high levels of peer 
interaction (Doherty, forthcoming).  This mode of interaction however differs from 
oral discussion in a number of important ways, which impact directly on what work 
names do in this mode.  
 
Firstly any textual contribution is framed, positioned and mediated by the 
technology’s production of names. The courseware automatically produces a meta-
data header on any posting. This header logs the time as clocked by the university’s 
server; identifies the poster by name as entered in the student information systems of 
the university; and indexes the posting by its title, hanging it from its precursor in a 
relation of hierarchical dependency (hypotaxis) if constructed as a reply to a topic, or 
parallel independency (parataxis) if constructed with a fresh topic. The data base of 
postings can also be sorted chronologically, and by name of author. Any listing of 
postings in this mode displays its title, date/time and name of author field. The 
automated naming of the contributor is possible as participants have to log on with 
designated usernames and passwords which articulate with and interrogate the student 
management information systems. This ‘seamless’ functionality is one of the 
attractions of the standardised range of commercial courseware platforms currently 
available. The data for such information originated in the students’ enrolment form – 
which at the time offered the data fields of ‘title’, ‘family/surname’, ‘given/other 
names’, and ‘preferred name’ for self-naming. These categories display and encode as 
default the Anglo cultural practices for selecting and sequencing names, and do not as 
yet accommodate different cultural genre – for example where family/surname also 
serves as preferred name as the student outlines.  
 
The technological function of naming the contributor is switched on as a default, but 
can be manually turned off by management in an ‘anonymous’ option, which this 
lecturer activated when soliciting course evaluations. Otherwise, the name produced 
in the header served to identify who is ‘speaking’ using the format [Family name, 
First given name], and the indexing of the postings served to identity to whom they 
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are ‘speaking’. In this way the header’s naming gave a ‘face’ (Dunkling 1977) or 
‘voice’ to the posting. Unfortunately, in the case of the Malaysian student quoted 
above, the header name thus produced inappropriately construed the data fields, 
sampling and sequencing the name items by the Anglo tradition when producing a 
header naming. In addition, the student portal, through which students log on to 
access their various  courseware sites, also produces an automatic greeting, more 
informal than the posting header, greeting students by their preferred name.  
 
Secondly, electronic mail is a hybrid mode (Moran & Hawisher, 1998) drawing on 
both spoken and written conventions, while being neither one nor the other.  Thus 
contributors usually used an opening and closing in their postings as conventionally 
employed in letters. The opening would name the person/people they are addressing 
their turn to (e.g. ‘Hello William and fellow studiers’), and the closing would name 
themselves (e.g. ‘Cheers Gayle’). This naming was potentially less constrained than 
the official tenor of the technologically-produced header name, and could better 
reflect the function of negotiating relationships and identity in the context of situation. 
Thus any re-naming of self or others in the body of the posting is a more active 
expression/design of the text’s tenor.  
 
Names for putting a face to the voice 
In this electronic context of situation, namings were thus prominent and any name 
came to carry what it could of the interpersonal meanings that would be carried by 
face, accent, dress, tone and gesture, were the interaction face-to-face.  Identities were 
thus constructed, expressed and read within the limited textual means available. 
Names became one of the few clues as to the cultural identity of who was ‘talking’, 
and who one was ‘talking’ to (‘From your name, it is highly likely that you are a 
Malaysian student. That being the case….’). Other textual clues included overt 
expressions of identity (‘I am a Malaysian Chinese living in Kuala Lumpur’), the field 
of texts narrating Other cultural settings (‘I am originally from Papua New Guinea’), 
and the surface flaws that mark English as a second language usage (‘Resources does 
.. and people is….’).  
 
Reading difference from such symbolic markers, names in particular, could lead to 
presumptuous assumptions of difference/sameness.  Any of these aspects could 
indicate diversity within the locally enrolled students as much as it might distinguish 
an international student. Similarly, many of the international students enrolled through 
the Malaysian partner institution were business managers living and working in 
cosmopolitan settings using English daily, so their English language competence and 
work narratives did not necessarily mark them as culturally different.  
 
Names themselves were also problematic indicators from which to read cultural 
identities. Amongst the names of the students, I could recognise familiar Anglo-Celtic 
family and personal names, three part Chinese heritage names, and then the multi-part 
Arabic names of presumably Muslim Malay students. However, it became evident as 
students shared their experiences, that Anglo names were also being used by 
international students in this context, while their formal meta-data naming reflected a 
Chinese heritage naming (‘My name is X Y, if u feel hard to remember my name, u 
can call me James’). Thus the Western name becomes a contingent identity used 
strategically to reduce difference and distance and thereby facilitate the situation’s 
interpersonal demands. In other words, the actor could choose a different face for 
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their voice to expedite situational relations in the online interactions.  In addition 
competing accounts were given regarding how to treat Chinese names indicating a 
diversity within such cultural scripts. These accommodations compounded with the 
technology’s treatment of field produced uncertainties and difficulties in the conduct 
of the unit, as reported by the lecturer:  
 
I made it my business to get to know the names. Even though (laughs) 
everything was conspiring against me. I couldn’t get a proper set of names. 
Anywhere. I wanted the list. Where’s the list of their actual names? So at the 
least I can interpret, the ones, wherever I print a list out, and they had a 
different name on their email account as from the name that we called them 
within the [courseware] system. Um, and then, to even complicate things 
further, the people, we were dealing with through colleges in Malaysia, they 
are now sending me results and marking, and mixing up. No, what they’re 
doing, and the students are doing it themselves. Some of them, Chinese names 
are using the Western format of putting their family name last, and it’s just 
very confusing… (IntLA2) 
 
 
Naming for designing the pedagogical tenor in this mode 
 
As well as contributing to (mis)understandings of who is interacting, the choice of 
names was doing important work in linguistically realising the desired tenor of the 
pedagogical relations, that is, how teacher and student roles were interacting. In his 
initial posting the lecturer ‘set the tone’ and modelled how the interaction was to 
proceed. The first direction students were given to get the course interaction 
underway was to introduce themselves: ‘Each student is invited to post a brief 
introduction saying who they are, where they are from, what they do etc. …’. To this 
end, the lecturer posted the first self-introduction, with the header naming him as 
‘Smith, William’ beside his title ‘Introducing Bill’. He opened the body of the text (no 
greeting) with ‘My name is Bill Smith and I’m Professor of …  at Uni A’ , and closing 
‘Cheers, Bill’iii.  This final self-naming chose not to include any of his official titles 
(‘Dr.’, ‘Professor’) which would highlight his status and authority/expertise, though 
reference had been made to this status in the text, and there was no automated email 
signature giving his titular name. Rather he chose the diminutive and more familiar 
form, the equivalent of ‘Bill’, not ‘William’, thus reducing the social distance 
between himself and his students. This tenor, by his account, was an important and 
conscious aspect of his pedagogical design, and contributed to the model of 
teacher/student relationship informing his pedagogy: 
 
[…] and this is part of accessibility, you sound very informal, ah, very ah 
relaxed rather than, you know, ‘Here’s directions!” [and being] boss of the 
course. […] some people prefer the professor to be much more learned than I 
deliberately work to play that down. I ah, insist, don’t have to insist hard, but I 
always sign myself [Bill]. I ah, you know, encourage people to call me [Bill] 
and so on.iv (IntLA1) 
 
Using the device of naming choices, he thus purposefully constructed the relationship 
between himself and his students on a more equal footing, or at least with a semblance 
of parity, masking the power and status of his role and downplaying his instructional 
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authority.  It is significant that in the first days of this unit, he also purposefully 
requested that his meta-data naming in the university’s information systems be reset 
to match this informal-by-design self-naming: 
 
… if you go back and see the first postings, I was “[William]”. The system had 
me listed as “[William]”, and ah I contacted them, because I, some years ago, 
got the system to change me to “[Bill]” even though they may link this to 
[current information software] and I’m on the system as “[William]”. But I 
just said to the people, “Look, I’ve been teaching as “[Bill]” for a long time 
and ah, I think it’s just confusing to people who don’t know the difference…    
(Int LA2) 
 
By this account he is carefully working to accommodate the cultural Other to whom 
the range of Anglo naming practices may not be familiar, while asserting his 
preference for the informal form. In his interview accounts, he reported that some 
Malaysian students were ‘uncomfortable’ (Int LA2) with this informality.  The 
opening quote, with its use of respectful use of titles of address, ‘Mr.’ and ‘Sir’, also 
suggests some were unconvinced by, or unaware of, this nuance in Anglo naming 
choice.  
 
Following his model self-introduction, many Australian students proceeded to post 
self-introductions, which frequently opened with a similar greeting and their self-
naming: ‘Hi everyone. I’m [FG]’. The self-naming in the closings often chose 
truncated informal versions of the formal header name. However, some of the 
students chose to address the lecturer with his full first name, ‘William’, rather than 
reflect the informal version back, thus re-constructing the imbalance in relative status.  
 
The enrolments through the Malaysian partnership were delayed because of 
administrative hiccups, so the international students did not appear in this thread until 
it was well established (chronologically posting initially as number 106 of 143). 
However, it is significant that the first student from Malaysia to post a self-
introduction felt obliged to include a briefing on the social practices regarding three 
part Chinese heritage names, thus calling into visibility the default assumptions that 
had operated up until that time: ‘My name is HIJ and I am a Malaysian Chinese living 
in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Most of my friends call me H (it’s my surname/family 
name and it’s common in Malaysia to call a Chinese by surnames)…Cheers H.’ The 
next student to post complicated this briefing by offering a different account: ‘My 
name is LMN but people usually address me as M. … best regards, M’ inadvertently 
producing uncertainty rather than elucidating how to go about naming. The third 
Malaysian student to introduce himself used an Anglicised first name with a three part 
Chinese name in the family name position: ‘My name is Ian JKL … Cheers Ian’. The 
complexity continues to grow as each Malaysian student offers a permutation of how 
naming resources apply in their individual cases. Interestingly, none of the Malaysian 
students address the lecturer by the full first name form, ‘William’, suggesting 
perhaps that the choice of ‘Bill’ did not carry the intended meaning of offering  a 
more informal relationship. One student addresses his self introduction to ‘Hello Mr 
Bill Smith and all coursemate’, another to ‘Hello Professor Bill’, inadvertently mixing 
the formal and informal forms of address.   
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Soon after these introductions, the lecturer posted an announcement for all students, 
explaining that: 
 
in Chinese format my name would be ‘x…y…’ and you would call me ‘x…’. If 
you are unsure, I’d suggest you ask your fellow students how they prefer to be 
addressed.  
 
He thus offered the authentic ‘traditional’ script, but also alerted students to the 
uncertainties arising in the variety of accounts and hybrid practices offered by the 
international students. Thus even this ‘traditional’ format becomes a presumptuous 
assumption in these conditions.  
 
At the same time, in consideration of who the fellow students were, another 
Malaysian student reportedv avoiding culturally appropriate namings in his case study 
narrative, ‘translating’ the varied and nuanced practices of his local racialised setting 
to accommodate the international reader: 
 
Researcher: [you wrote] "I think when you communicate, you are much more 
aware that what you will be saying may not make sense to some international 
students." Could you give me some examples of how this aspect affected your 
choice of wording/content when you made a posting? 
 
Student: The first thing that came to my mind was terminology. For example, 
for names, we have Indian, Chinese and Malay people. So when I write my 
case narrative, I try not to use Chinese, Indian and Malay names. Also, when 
we address a Malay gentleman, we use En. (short form for Encik, translated 
as mister) while we would use Mr. if the gentleman is Chinese or Indian. So if 
you write your case narrative with En. Ahmad for example, your reader would 
be wondering what is En. and even Ahmad which is the name of the 
gentleman. (SIntA3.2) 
 
In the spirit of an inclusive pedagogical tenor, he was prepared to compromise and 
accommodate the ignorant Other, who thereby missed out on the opportunity to be 
exposed to diverse practices.  
 
These moments of trouble over naming produced larger effects, like ripples working 
out from the centre. Following the opening student complaint, the lecturer alerted his 
university management to the inappropriate treatment of Other names embedded in 
the technological and information system defaults and the risk of cultural offence that 
might jeopardise the university’s efforts to build its ‘future as an international 
provider’.  This was a small detail with large symbolic ramifications. The faculty 
have since altered their enrolment form, doing away with the ‘preferred name’ field, 
and asking rather for ‘formal name for official documents’ to allow students to 
represent themselves according to the sequencing genre of their choice. Meanwhile, in 
a small group discussion, an Australian student opened interaction with a self-
introduction that presumed no defaults, and offered the suggestion that group 
members ‘call me [Max]’. He then asked how his group members want to be 
addressed, but received no explicit response, other members relying on the header 
naming to identify their contributions. When questioned about this in an email 
interview, this student confessed feeling at a loss: 
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… the second group experience provides a good illustration of the 'con' issues 
with online cross-cultural communication. I am not sure if asking for direction 
was somehow offensive. I was particularly confused by the different forms of 
address and in the end tried to avoid using any name at all. (Int A10)  
 
This was a small symbolic effort, with confusion and uncertainty as the outcome.  
 
A theoretical problem 
 
The student quoted in the opening was ‘in Malaysia’, and this circumstance was 
prominently foregrounded as a marked theme in his text. Through his politely worded 
protest, he was demanding that his identity not be mis/re-construed by the online 
mode. He intended to participate in the online interaction on his own terms. This 
empirical story serves to exemplify the theoretical story following: how the 
transnational institution produces a problematic context of situation where differing 
cultural scripts can claim equal legitimacy, speaking to and of multiple informing 
contexts of culture.  
 
Systemic functional linguistics has analytically distinguished between the context of 
situation and the context of culture – the former embedded in the latter - frequently 
represented as concentric nested shapes to situate the micro analytic focus of 
linguistic work within its referent macro gaze (see for example Derewianka, 1990; 
Eggins, 1994; Martin, 1997). The relationship between the two levels is variously 
interpreted as the micro ‘realizing’ the macro (Halliday, 1991; Martin, 1997); the 
macro as an abstraction of the micro, ‘the same thing seen from two different depths 
of observation’ (Halliday 1991, p.17); or the relationship as a ‘dialectic’ of mutual 
‘symbiosis’ (Hasan, 1995). These theorizations and the framework explaining the 
interdependent relationship between logogenesis, ontogenesis and phylogenesis, being 
language change across the levels of a text’s unfolding, an individual’s linguistic 
career, and a language’s history (Martin 1997), link the momentary instantiation of 
language use with larger evolutionary systems of encoding possibilities and patterns.  
 
Does this neat nesting of mutually constitutive levels do justice to the more fluid, and 
fractal changes of globalisation’s cultural processes (Appadurai, 1996), that is, new 
situations producing new ever-differentiating expressions of cultural identity, 
underway as English is appropriated into new settings? The empirical story above of 
global communication through local electronic connections (Bauman, 1998), and 
knowledge products/processes being sold and sourced over disparate settings, 
suggests that in such conditions the outer layer may no longer be as singular, 
convergent, bounded or self-equilibrating as these models suggest.  
 
With the ‘linguistic turn’ in the social sciences recognizing the role textual and 
discursive representation plays in constituting social relations, linguistic analyses, in 
particular SFL with its theory of language as social practice, have been appropriated 
and recontextualised as a means to other theoretical ends or agendas. Luke (2002, 
p.100) describes the bifocal macro/micro analytical process in these agendas as 
involving more complex, problematizing questions of the context of culture: 
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a principled and transparent shunting back and forth between the 
microanalysis of texts using varied tools of linguistic, semiotic, and literary 
analysis and the macroanalysis of social formations, institutions, and power 
relations that these texts index and construct. 
 
Getting SFL to do the analytic work for other theoretical frames thus puts pressure on 
the stable heuristic model of ‘context of culture’ and makes it necessary to theorise 
the cultural, not just the linguistic. In this vein, a number of theorists have challenged 
linguistic schools of thought to re-examine their assumption of homogeneous 
communities of practice.  
 
In regard to Conversation Analysis, Firth (1996) argued that more and more shared 
communicative situations will involve the intersection of multiple cultural contexts, 
so a presumption of ‘co-membership’ or a singular ‘common community’ is not 
warranted when the linguistic code, in this case English, serves as a situational lingua 
franca (Firth, 1996). Firth analysed situations employing a lingua franca, that is ‘a 
“contact language” between persons who share neither a common native tongue nor a 
common (national) culture, and for whom English is the chosen foreign language of 
communication’ (p.240). He suggests that such situations are characterised by good 
will, tolerance and effort that makes the language choices appear ‘normal’, under the 
strategy of ‘letting pass’ the incorrect, and the temporary usage of makeshift ‘known-
in-common’ wordings, to protect the goal of the interaction. Wong (2000) and 
Schegloff (2000) have also addressed the difference the non-native speaker can make 
to how certain conversational actions are ordered. Such analysis is an important 
critique of any notionally singular context of culture, and displays the disordering of 
English as it is appropriated into more and more new settings. The congenial 
pragmatic politics Firth described is also a telling contrast to the student’s protest 
quoted above, where he was not prepared to let the mis-naming pass, and had 
considerable finely tuned linguistic resources to respectfully press his case.   
 
In regard to Critical Discourse Analysis, Luke (2002, p.108) argues for a richer 
theorisation of cultural contexts, one that deals with the complexity of globalised 
times, and avoids essentialised versions:  
 
… new times may require an expanded research agenda … Needed is one that 
engages with new textual configurations, one that de-reifies concepts of 
culture, and explores new definitions not only of discourse, but as well of 
language as necessarily blended, multiglossic, and transcultural. This will 
require that linguists and sociologists alike question the essentialist 
symmetries between language, culture, and nation that we continue to take for 
granted.  
 
In regard to general academic approaches to language and culture, Pratt’s body of 
work developing her concept of ‘contact zone’ (M. L. Pratt, 1992; 1998; M.-L. Pratt, 
2002) is intended to unsettle relativist accounts of culture and language communities, 
and to highlight the proliferation of situations and politics of cultural intersection. 
Pratt uses the concept of ‘transculturation’ to refer to the mutual impact of cultures in 
relations of ongoing contact, and the two way struggle over representations. This 
frame purposefully acknowledges and foregrounds uncertainty, dissonance and 
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divergence, in contrast to the privileging of accounts of certainty, consonance and 
convergence under the model of a bounded, singular context of culture: 
  
The idea of the contact zone is intended in part to contrast with ideas of 
community that underlie much of the thinking about language, 
communication, and culture that gets done in the academy.  .. Languages were 
seen as living in 'speech communities' and these tended to be theorized as 
discrete, self-defined, coherent entities, held together by a homogeneous 
competence or grammar shared identically and equally among all the 
members. (Pratt, 1998, pp.179-180) 
 
As globalisation progresses, more and more of our interactions will be carried out in 
the disordering and fracturing conditions of the contact zone. Studies that 
unproblematically conflate a nation’s space with a language and a culture and elide 
the diversity within any such setting miss the point about how language, in particular 
English, is working in globalising networked times, and on whose terms.   
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has used an empirical study of problematic naming practices in the 
interactions in a case study of online internationalised education to explore how the 
intersecting worlds of today unsettle the default assumptions of a singular context of 
culture. I suggest this incoherent complex of contradictory practices, demonstrating 
both converging, differentiating and hybrid scripts, is symptomatic of the politics of 
the contact zone, with its proliferation of alternatives as the cultural resources of 
different groups come into increasing contact with each other. In such spaces 
traditional scripts and their advocates will be competing with the more expedient 
proponents of indigenising and translation tactics. These scripts, like their 
technological encoding, amount to default settings – invisible in their assumptions 
until problematic.  The newly forged context of situation will not neatly realize a 
singular context of culture, but will produce fractured, refracted and less certain 
practices, complicating and disordering any singular context of culture as it comes to 
grips with its new porous constituency.  
 
Names were doing crucial work in this electronic mode, enscribing identities, 
managing local/global relations and designing the tenor of pedagogical relations. 
Nakamura (2002, p.3) uses the term ‘cybertyping’ to refer to the ‘transcoding’ of 
ideologies of race at the interface where ‘the cultural layer’ meets ‘the computer 
layer’ and argues that ‘we must take into account the ways that the computer 
determines how ideological constructs such as race get articulated in this new 
medium’. This study has demonstrated how the default settings used to sample and 
read various name fields were culturally presumptuous, producing trouble where the 
resulting ‘cybertyping’ was an unwelcome aberration of identity. 
 
To highlight the context of situation as a point of cultural intersections rather than a 
uniform core, Hasan poses a relevant question:  'Who are the sharers, what is the 
extent of their sharing?' (Hasan, 1999, p.11) to which I would add, ‘What are they not 
sharing in this context?’ This is best illustrated with the tensions displayed in the 
opening quote. The Malaysian student, while insisting on his own cultural practices in 
naming, could jokingly name ‘Harry Potter’, a fictional character in a very Anglophile 
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children’s book that has been a spectacular global marketing phenomenon. People 
around the world now share knowledge of this text and its spin offs amongst the flow 
of many other media products, but this common ground does not displace local 
cultural practices and knowledges: 
 
 Globalisation divides as much as it unites; it divides as it unites – the causes 
of division being identical with those which promote the uniformity of the 
globe. (Baumann 1998, p.2) 
 
Similarly, enrolment in an MBA offered by an Australian university, can not presume 
to assimilate international students. It will pull people from disparate localities into a 
shared situation, but their presence and participation will serve to de-centre and 
diversify the practices therein, speaking to and of their multiple contexts of culture.  
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i Writing about names produces ethical difficulties. In order to protect confidentiality, names have been 
replaced here with letters to replicate the form of address and the ordering of names in a three part 
Chinese name. I have not attempted pseudonyms for the Chinese heritage names given my own lack of 
familiarity with their forms and how they might encode gender, age etc.   
 
ii The research was conducted as a critical ethnography (Carspecken, 1996) adapted to virtual 
environments (Hine, 2000) and involved: frequent observations and recording of the online interaction 
in the unit’s web-based courseware discussion space; semi-structured interviews with the lecturer and 
educational designer involved before, during and after the conduct of the unit; and emails interviews 
with a selection of the students. 
 
iii Anglo heritage names have been replaced with pseudonyms here to protect participant identities. The 
pseudonyms however attempt to replicate any diminutive forms and gender-marking that was encoded 
in the original, given the more widespread use of diminutives for women regardless of age or status 
(Poynton, 1989).  Thus, the choice of a diminutive form by the high status male lecturer is more 
marked than it would be for a female lecturer in an Australian context. 
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iv Transcription conventions include: 
... pause 
[ ] gloss for meaning 
[…] cut in quotation from transcript 
 
vEmail interviews were conducted with seven self-selected students after completion of the unit. These 
interviews started with similar questions, then diverged as their comments were explored and probed 
over a chain of usually three email exchanges.  This extract is taken from a second exchange. Cues as 
to who is writing have been added to the email text to assist readers. 
